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. The movie version of 
~ Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn's 
Snovel, “the First Circle,” 


~ now at the Outer Circle 2, is 
Da stirring and gratifying ex- 
perience alter such new 
- American movies as “save 
the Tiger” and “The ‘Yhicf 
Who Came to Dinner.” 
While “Tiger” was quite se- 
‘yious jn intent and “Thiel!” 
quite frivolous, T came away 
from both feeling cquatly 
apprehensive. If they're 
touchstones, we may spend 
the ‘0s consorting. with 
nothing but morally and £0- 
‘dally bankrupt “hero” fle. 
ures, treated sentimentally 
in the serious scripts and 
facetiously in the frivolous 
ones. Frither way the pros- 
pect is grim. 

“Pho First Circle’ helps 
to restore a sense of propor. 
tion by reminding us of the 
beauty of traditional hero- 
ism and moral caurage. Ala- 
terjally, the Jeading charac- 
fers have grin futures 
ahead of them—-further im- 
prisonment and intimidation 
—but morally they keep the 
faith. 

“The First Cirele’ was 
shot in Denmark, with Elsi- 
nore Castle serving as the 
principal locwtion, by the 
noted Polish director Alex- 
ander Ford. A widely re- 
‘spected, pioncering figure in 
the history of Polish fim. 
making, Ford began making 
documentaries end features 
in the late ’20s and warked 
as a doewmentarian in the 
Soviet Union during World 
War J die oreanized the 
VPolish Army Film Unit. 
Which became a nucleus of 
the postwar movie industry, 
and in 3955 he becaine artis- 
fic direetor of the “Studio” 
film unit, which spawned mast 
of the major new talents and 
Works of the Polish film re- 
surfence in Che late 50s and 
early ‘GUs, 
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que aspects is that the scien: 
fists, mathematicians and 
envineers cripioved at the 


jnstitute are eimplored by 
force, Jhey are political 
prisoners, assembled front 
various herd dabor camps to 
work on devices it ‘pp 
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peace of mind of Stalin and 
the secret polico—i.e., tele 
phone buseing and antibuc- 
ving equipment, voice 
graphs. ete. Vhe terrible 
irony of the situation is that 
the men can only suecced as 
human beinssif they fail as 
scientists. Ti they fail, they 
face a return to Siberia, 

The project is hounded 
from the start by bureau- 
eratie pressure: Stalin and 
his subordinates expect the 
inventions to be delivered 


_by fixed dates, which inevi- 


tably prove to be unrealis- 
tic, Under the circum. 
stances, “i’s both natural 
and desimible for the in- 
mates to prolong their 
acoustical researches and 
tinkering for as long as pos: 
sible Considering the 
choices before them, ene 
could scarcely blame any of 
the men for trying to sive 
the authorities what they 
want, so their deliberate 
failure, procrastination and 
defiance scom even more 
hereie and inspiring, They 
repress their discoveries 
and breakthroughs, knowing 
that they wold be used as 


instruments of social and 
political repression, 
The principal fieure, Sol- 


zhenitssis CN -autabio- 
fraphical hero, is the splen- 
didty defiant Gleb Nerzhin, 
ametheormticion aml dormer 
artillery officer. He is beau- 
(fully embodied on the 
screen by Gunther 
vacher, an actor with sharp, 
vawboned features rather 
ke the American actor 
Mritz, Weaver end with an 
acreoably ivonie presence, 
The novers Variety of 
characters and wealth of in- 
formation dowt imake it 
onto the sereen, ard even 
sonie Gf the itmporvtant char. 


geters who remain, Vie Tou 
bin, Who tries to meaiatein 
his eommunich convictions 
while being persveuted hy 
fhe Soviet reste, fet 
redher  ctsary treatment, 
NerBin dis the only fully re. 
flved character in the tifm, 
init for dovie purpases he's 
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Alexander Fard’s — best- 
known films of (he post-war 
period were “Five Boys 
from Barska Street,” “The 
Young Chopin.” “The 
Bigbth Day of the Week" 
and “haizhts ot the Yeu- 
fonie Order.” Te finally teft 
Poland in 1988, evidently in 
reaction to increasing cen- 
sorship and anti-Semitism, 
Ford began warking on a 
movie adaptation of “The 
Virst Cirele” while living in 
Israel (he had shot a feature 
called “Sabra” in Palestine 
in 1934), : 

The production, acquired 
for domestic release by Par- 
amount, was shot witha ue 
Fopean cast, predominantly 
Scandinavin, speaking unin- 
flected Enstish lines, Other 
actors read the dialogue for 
the sound wack, and While 
the dubbing has its obtru- 
sive and hollow spots, the 
voices are good and the 
technique folerably effoe- 
tive. “The lirst Circle” may 
also prove loess distracting 
for American audicnecs he- 
cause the voices are Amen. 
can Theatrical rather than 
sritish ‘Vheatvical, as in 

“One Day in the Life of 
Ivan Denisovieh.” 

Tord has made a virtue of 
many of his limited re 
sources, Jt appears he had 
fo Work in fairly tight quav 
ters, and the film has an up- 
usual number af closeups, 
particularly for a wide- 
sereen production. However, 
the lighting and eompasition 
are oxtremely attractive and 
prafessionally canny. Pord’s 
closcups never resembte tel 
evision closeups, The selee- 
tio of actors is equally 
éstute: the faeces themselves 
are strong, and they aturaece 
end hold one’s ettontion, 

There are sips in the con. 
Uimuty and abrupt trene- 
itions that lead one to sts. 
pect Paramount may 
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done some trimming here 
and there. For the most part 
Ford’s screenplay (prepared 
with the assistance of his 
wife, who was born in the 
United States) seems to be 
an intelligent condensation 
of the navel. Ford hasn't 
tried to duplicate the scope 
of the bouk, but he daes sue. 
ceed in transmitting its cen- 
tral conflict and moral fer- 
vor to the sereen He is true 
to the spirit of Solzhenit- 
syn’s work, 

Like the novel, the film 
tends to obscure the strictly 
moral nature of the dissi- 
dents’ victory over their jail- 
ors, One can’t ignore the 
fact (hat the inventions this 
non-cooperative graup fails 
fo provide were eventually 
providtd by others willing 
and even avid to cooperate, 
but the artists seem to ig- 
nore it. ; 

it’s not unusual for mys- 
tics to overestimate the 
practical effects of their 
personal example, to attain 
a purity and strensth ef con- 
viction fow of us can share. 
The behavior of a Solzhenit- 
synoor Nerzhin js heroie and 
exemplary, but the Soviet 
political svstem makes it 
virtually impossible far that 
behavior fo carry any politi- 
cal clout, do change things 
tangibly. Over here we 
rouintain thé status quo 
Thore informally: the dissi- 
dents can still complain pub- 
Jicly, but more often than 
not nobody lisf{ens. 

MMPA Rating: R 
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